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Hosanna to the Son of David! 

 

Isaiah 50:4–9a 

Psalm 118:1–2, 19–29  

Philippians 2:5–11 

Matthew 21:1–11 

 

Text: Matthew 21:9 

The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna to the Son of 

David!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!’ 

 

Introduction 

The Jewish magazine Moment asked a number of Jewish writers, professors, rabbis, and artists 

the following question: "What does the concept of the Messiah mean today?"  Here are two of 

those responses: 

Jack Dann, a science fiction writer said: "Twenty years ago I would have said that the idea of a 

messianic message was dying out in the popular culture, that it was being overtaken by a more 

sophisticated secularism.  Obviously I was mistaken.  More and more people seem to be 

embracing the idea that a messiah will appear to fix everything." 

Harris Lenowitz, a literature professor said: "Who at different times in their life hasn't had a 

belief … that someone, a messiah, can help them and help the world?  And the messiah is the 

biggest answer to the biggest single question: 'Does God care about me?'" 

 

1. Born in Lancashire, England in 1821 life was extremely difficult for Jeannette Threlfall: she 

was orphaned at an early age, and suffered two serious accidents that incapacitated her for life.  

But she bore her misfortune with grace and fortitude and maintained a ministry to many people 

who came in contact with her.  Jeannette wrote devotional poems and several of those poems 

were set to music and became hymns of the church.  We sang one of those hymns this 

morning—the Palm Sunday hymn, Hosanna, loud hosanna the little children sang. 

 

What exactly is a ‘hosanna’?  We sing (or say) the ‘hosanna’ each time we have communion in 

what we call the Sanctus. “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. Hosanna in the 

highest.”  The Sanctus calls to mind this Palm Sunday event when “the crowds that went ahead 

of Jesus and that followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna to the Son of David!  Blessed is the one who 

comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!”  They are chanting an 

acclamation that is based on Psalm 118:25-26.   

 

Psalm 118 concludes a run of psalms (Psalms 113-118) known as the Egyptian Hallel (Hallel, 

after the word hallelujah, “Praise the Lord,” that appears prominently in these psalms and helps 

tie them together). These psalms were central to the Passover liturgy. Jewish tradition holds that 

the Israelites recited the words of the Hallel when they came out of Egypt.  Praise for God’s 

saving work permeates these Psalms. 

 

The pilgrim’s Palm Sunday chant was based on this text: “Save us, we beseech you, O Lord! O 

Lord, we beseech you, give us success!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.  

We bless you from the house of the Lord.”  The word ‘Hosanna’ is the first word in what we 
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know as Psalm 118:25; “save us”.  ‘Hosanna’ is the Aramaic translation of the Hebrew and 

means ‘save indeed.’  The crowd of pilgrims is shouting for salvation.  They want God to ‘save 

indeed the son of David.’  They want God to enable Jesus to fulfil for them the longing of their 

hearts.  Matthew is the gospel writer who emphasises that Jesus is Israel’s king.  All their 

messianic hopes are loaded into this chant; Hosanna to the Son of David.  “Save indeed!” 

 

Upon review of those Jewish writers I cited at the beginning, their sense of longing expressed in 

messianic hope is not unlike these pilgrims coming to Jerusalem with Jesus.  “More and more 

people seem to be embracing the idea that a messiah will appear to fix everything,” said one.  

“And the messiah is the biggest answer to the biggest single question: 'Does God care about 

me?” said another.  And what about the hymn writer Jeannette Threlfall; in the midst of her 

physical challenges, as she wrote the Hosanna hymn, what would be the longing of her heart for 

the salvation Jesus would bring?  What is the longing in our hearts?  In the cry ‘save indeed’ 

what do we want Jesus to do for us? 

 

Think for a moment about the crowd of pilgrims going before Jesus and following after him.  Try 

and see individuals—each person with their bundle of needs.  Jesus knows every one of them 

and what they are hoping for; what they are each hoping the success of the ‘son of David’ will 

mean for them.  As a pastor I get to know the many challenges that people of this congregation 

face; the hopes for relief from disease and set back; the longing for restored relationships; the 

desire to see children and grandchildren succeed in the face of disappointments.  Picture these 

people with Jesus heading into Jerusalem and above their heads imagine a thought bubble, like 

you might see in a movie or graphic novel (comics), that tells you what they hope for and these 

hopes are all swirling around Jesus.   

 

Picture us today with those thought bubbles over our heads expressing our heart’s longing; 

picture church all over the world the same way.  Matthew wants his readers to know that indeed 

the King has come to save us.  Most people would run the opposite direction knowing they could 

never meet the plethora of expectations.  Jesus rides right into the heart of Jerusalem.  Indeed, he 

came to save; but the salvation will not look like what we expect he should do—as our journey to 

Golgotha on Friday will make evident.  Yet the gospels all assert that the true longing of our 

hearts and all that we hope for and more is met in Jesus Christ.  So, let’s go into Jerusalem with 

him. 

 

2.  As the crowd of pilgrims reaches the top of the Mount of Olives they catch their first glimpse 

of the city of Jerusalem; it was an impressive sight and the excitement of seeing the final stage of 

a long journey lifts the heart and quickens footsteps. There across the valley in full view was that 

beautiful and massive temple built for the worship of God.  It was the place where God said he 

would make his name dwell; the place where God said he would faithfully meet with his people.  

Joining in worship there was the reason you have made this journey.   

 

But as you approached you noted the towers of the giant Fortress of Antonia and their elevated 

place towering above the temple.  The Fortress of Antonia was built by Herod the Great, Rome’s 

client King in Israel.  Herod named the fortress after his friend the Roman General and politician 

Mark Anthony.  By the time of this Palm Sunday when Jesus enters the city, Herod is gone and 

Pontius Pilate is now the Roman governor.  This was the place where the Roman garrison was 
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stationed so they could keep a watchful eye on the activities in the Temple below.  The message 

was clear about who was in charge.  You are under the boot of Rome and the gleaming spears of 

the watchful Roman soldiers tells you so.  So, when these pilgrims begin to shout “Hosanna to 

the son of David”, you have a good idea of what they envisioned salvation would mean. 

 

None of this is lost on Jesus; he too can see the Fortress of Antonia standing right beside the 

Temple and fully understands what that means.  In fact, as Jesus is approaching the city from the 

east Pontius Pilate is approaching from the west; Pilate is coming from the palace at Caesarea on 

the Mediterranean coast to the Fortress to keep an eye on Passover activities.   

 

Jesus also can see the Temple and knows the power it represents vested in the High Priest.  The 

financial power of the High Priest was vast.  According to John’s gospel, it was Caiaphas the 

High Priest who had led the plan to get rid of Jesus.  He had “given orders that anyone who knew 

where Jesus was should let them know, so that they might arrest him.” (John 11:45-57) And yet 

knowing all this Jesus still rides on into Jerusalem.  Matthew tells us that Jesus’ decision to 

orchestrate this ride into the city on the donkey was Jesus’ own declaration that the King had 

come to his people.  Realms of power are going to collide here.   

 

In his ministry Jesus had been preaching that the kingdom of heaven was near.  He, Jesus, is the 

embodiment of that kingdom; there is no kingdom without a king.  In a few days Jesus will be 

interrogated by Pilate and will say declare to the Roman governor, ‘my kingdom is not from this 

world.’  The point being he has a kingdom.  So what about when Jesus comes to Ottawa or 

Washington or London or other capitals of political power; is it any different than when he 

comes to meet the powers of Rome?  Is his message different?  Would he say anything different 

to Prime Ministers, Presidents or governors of this world? 

 

At one time it was church spires that towered over Toronto’s landscape.  It is now dominated by 

the towers of financial institutions.  Would Jesus have anything different to say to the power 

brokers of Bay street or Wall street or Fleet street than he did before Caiaphas when he 

acknowledged that he himself is the Messiah, the Son of God?  Do we think our money can 

influence heaven?  

 

Christians live, or ought to live, in a different time zone because the Kingdom of God is among 

us, by the Lord’s own declaration in the gospels.  We live in that realm now in the midst of the 

powers of this world.  When these realms and their kings collide at Jerusalem the kingdom of our 

Lord will not be anything like what we expect of a king—as the events of this week will reveal, 

particularly as we get to Friday.  Still the message of Palm Sunday asks which King has your 

allegiance? 

 

3.  Charles Jennens was a friend of the composer George Handel; Jennens helped write the 

libretto (text) or Handel's Messiah.   One of the unusual features of the oratorio is how little it 

says about the life and teaching of Jesus Christ. Messiah focuses on the incarnation, the 

crucifixion, and the resurrection, with only the briefest mention of Jesus' earthly ministry. Thus 

the text passes quickly from Christmas to Good Friday. One moment the angels announce the 

Messiah's birth, singing, "Glory to God in the highest, and peace on earth, good will towards 

men." Soon the choir will sing, "Behold the Lamb of God, that taketh away the sin of the world."  
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Jennens shows some theological insight when he moves quickly to Good Friday.  The gospel 

writers dedicate one third of everything they write about Jesus to this last week of his life; further 

a large share of that part is dedicated to the details of Jesus’ arrest, trials, crucifixion, and death.  

Jesus’ passion is the main event, as far as the gospel writers are concerned.  Too often we 

Christians have gone right past Good Friday.  One Sunday we sing the happy Hosannas of 

triumphal entry and the next Sunday we lift the joyous praise of Christ the Lord has risen today!  

And we skip right over Good Friday.  In doing so we miss the heart of the story; the resurrection 

is vindication that what Jesus did on Good Friday was indeed the victory we need taking up all 

these victories we seek redeeming them into a future we could never have imagined. 

 

Matthew said that this triumphal entry was “to fulfill what had been spoken through the prophet, 

saying, ‘Tell the daughter of Zion, Look, your king is coming to you, humble, and mounted on a 

donkey, and on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” In that text from the prophet Zechariah it also says 

of this king, “triumphant and victorious is he.”  Victorious over what? 

 

What is it that we want Jesus to give victory over?  Think again about those longings of our 

Hosanna; the desires of our ‘save indeed’ cry. Good Friday doesn’t look at all victorious to us.  

And yet the resurrection says it is the victory of all victories.  It is when the kingdom of God 

triumphed and ushered in the new age.  At the cross it is apparent that my need is oceans deeper 

than I can imagine.  All these longing Jesus will address—but not in the way we think—it is so 

important that we stay in Jerusalem so we can be there on Good Friday. 

 

The crowds that went ahead of him and that followed were shouting, ‘Hosanna to the Son of 

David!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord!  Hosanna in the highest heaven!’   

 


